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Closing

A computer that was most likely built in 1986 with an interface that was probably even older flashed away the previous green lines on the screen and displayed the new green lines.  Burt squinted for a moment and mumbled the name “Bentley and Sons” and then squinted at the line below “Contact: Fred Johansen”.  He mumbled this as well, saying ‘Johansen’ twice to avoid slipping up and saying Johnson.  He also read down the other green lines that told the company’s purchasing history, location, previous call history, and other semi-relevant information all in the one and a half seconds before he heard the beep in his headset.


“Thank you for calling Bentley and Sons.  This is Trisha.  How can I help you?”

It was a woman’s voice, big surprise, with a slight tang of Alabama Belle.  Burt knew Trisha was trying to cover it up, trying to fight the drawl.  He could only guess why.  Maybe she thought it sounded unprofessional.  Maybe her boss thought it sounded unprofessional.  Or maybe she was trying to cover up a hidden past involving sex, murder, and the KKK.  Then again maybe she just picked it up from her Alabama mama.


“Hey there Trisha, this is Burt Chesley,”

Burt leaned back in his chair and did what he always did at this point in the call.  He leaned far back in his chair in put his feet up on his desk, letting his fat get off his crotch for awhile.  This was not allowed, he knew.  That was part of why he did it.  It drove his boss and his boss’s boss and every once in a while when his boss’s boss’s boss stuck her head out of her lair, it blew up her skirt, too.  But that wasn’t his only reason.  He would block out all of the other jerks on the phones around him, trying to close a deal like their next meal counted on it, and imagine that he was sitting in a private office in the top story of a skyscraper.  He even had a cigar he kept next to his Stone Age monitor that he would chew on when the fantasy really got going.  The cigar was untouched so far on this call.  Some people, people who had read books that Burt never would and would never read the books that Burt read, would say that Burt was possibly suffering from escapist delusions or at the very least was pretending to be something he could never be to soothe a fragile ego.  Those people would last three hours doing Burt’s job.

The silence on the line only lasted four seconds, but on the phone that’s easily five minutes.  The pause hung on the line like a wet rug.  Burt passed the long four seconds pondering Trisha’s thoughts.  If she was new, had gotten this job in the last three weeks, she was probably confused, maybe even upset, at not knowing what to do next.  Maybe her eyes even crossed a little and her lips puckered.   But if she’s a vet to her job, Burt knew she rolled her eyes in the first second and now was seeing who would win the game of phone chicken.


“Well, Mr. Chesley, what can I do for you?”


“Trisha, I need to talk to Mr. Johansen right away.  Thank you,”

It was always important to make the thank you sound very sincere.  On occasion Burt got stuck training a new rep, and he made sure to make that his most important tip.  Too casual a ‘Thank You’ and Trisha or any other gatekeeper is suddenly reduced to the help.  You may as well ask them to clean your toilet or not to miss that one spot on the lawn, he’d say.  Never say thanks.  Always a very sincere ‘Thank You’ that makes them feel like they are doing you a favor; that they are empowered to do you a favor.


“Alright, can I tell him what this is in regards to?”


“Of course, Trisha.  Please tell him that Burt Chesley from Akron Supplies Limited is calling,”


There is another pause.  This one usually lasts somewhere between a half minute to two, but didn’t hang there.  Burt took this time to tap out a little drum solo and hum the song stuck in his head; in this case it was “Rikki Don’t Lose That Number”.  This was a good time also to just breath a bit.  He never could stress enough to his sister and to his boss and anyone else who would talk to him face longer than five minutes the importance of breathing.


Burt took long deep breaths and looked around the horseshoe of cubicles he was in.  Half the desks were vacant, used by night callers.  The other desks had his jerk co-workers.  On his left and two empty desks over was Clarence, trying desperately to talk someone on the other line that fifty cases was such a better value than thirty.  On his other side, three empty desks over, was Camille.  He smiled at her.  She swiveled her chair to look at something in the opposite direction of his face.  He took another breath.

In the middle of the horseshoe was Elliot’s desk.  Elliot got the non-cubicle desk in the middle because he was the boss.  Elliot also got a computer built in the past ten years.  If Burt was going to pick an animal to describe Elliot, it would be a walrus.  A very awkward walrus with an MBA from a bottom ten school.

Elliot was on the phone, holding it close and talking at the lowest volume above a whisper.  Burt leaned back further to eavesdrop because down deep Burt is a nosey person. 


“—Don’t know why you’re doing this.  Can’t we just…Yes, I’ll be come by tonight.  But I think you should be there, too…what the hell do you mean why?  We need to talk—“


“Mr. Chesley?”

Burt almost fell backwards in his chair.  He hovered in freefall for a split second before lurching forward to his computer.


“Trisha!  I thought you forgot about me,”


“I’m so sorry!  I hate to say this—“


“I don’t like the sound of that.  Did—“ Burt glanced at the monitor without missing a beat, “Fred decide to have a three hour lunch?”  Burt made sure to laugh it up while he said it.


“No, no,” Trisha laughed along, “Actually, he’s trying to close up a deal and won’t be taking anymore calls today.


“That’s really great.  The deal I mean.  You getting a raise out of this, Trisha?”


She laughed again. “We’ll see,”


“I’ll cross my fingers.  Listen, Trisha.  I don’t want to get you into any trouble, but really, this call is both very important and very short.  It will really only take two minutes of Mr. Johansen’s time,”


“I can take a message and make sure you he get’s it,”


“Can you promise me?”


She giggled again.  “I sure can,”


“Can you pinky swear, Trisha?  I just can’t be sure unless you pinky swear,”


“I can pinky swear, too.  I can cross my heart and spit on the floor that he will get this message first before any other,”


“Trisha, you are an angel,”


“I try.  Okay, what’s the message, Mr. Chesley?”


“What part of Alabama are you from, Trisha?”


There was a gasp and another pause, only a moment, but Burt heard it.


“I’m sorry?”


“I’m going to guess Mobile?  Or closer to Montgomery?”


“Elba,”


“Of course, what was I thinking?  Closer to Georgia.”


“How did you know that?”


“I could see it from a mile.  Your vowels give you away.  I used to drive through Enterprise all the time, Trisha.  Business trips from Atlanta to Mobile.  Not much of an expense account, you can imagine,”


“Well, what do you know?”


“So, Trisha, tell me, what brought an Alabama girl to the big city of Terre Haute?”

Burt double-checked the screen and nodded, “Was there a big scandal?  Did you have an affair with the sheriff and get caught red handed by his wife?”


Burt could hear Trisha turn red.


“Nothing that exciting, Mr. Chesley,”


“Call me Burt, Trisha.  I think we’re ready to take that step,”


“Ha.  Well, Burt, I went to school in Indianapolis and met my husband there and we agreed to stay near his family for awhile,”


“That’s wonderful.   He’s the lucky one, for sure.  Did you misplace your accent up there?”


“I guess so!  I’ve been here for five years,”


“Well don’t lose anything else, Trisha.  Alabama is a beautiful state to call home,”


“I’m glad we agree.  Now, you stop keeping me from work and let me take that message,”


“You know what?  I honestly forgot I was at work.  Okay, the message—“

He stopped.  He took a quiet but deep breath and let a smile spread on his face.


“Trisha, I’m going to have to be square with you,”


Trisha giggled.  “Okay?  What about?”


“I have a little timer next to my desk.  It shows how long I’ve been on a call.  I’m looking at it now and we’ve been talking for almost 12 minutes,”


“Time flies, right?”  Burt could hear the anxiety crawl into her voice.

“Exactly!  That’s exactly right.  Time flies and I’m in deep—water—if I can’t catch it.  Trisha, my boss comes by and checks how long all my calls are and asks me how they went.  If he sees I spent 15 minutes of his time and only left a message, he’s going to be—not happy.  You know how bosses are?”


“Um…well, yeah.  I’m sorry, Burt…Mr. Chesley.  I didn’t mean to take up your time…”


“You didn’t, Trisha.  You didn’t.  I took up my time…and your time.  Trisha, I promise I won’t take anymore than three minutes from Mr. Johansen, not even that.  I just have to be able to tell my boss I talked to him,”


For the first time in the call Burt was nervous.  He clinched his teeth through the longest two seconds of his day.


Trisha sighed.  “Let me check,”


Burt blew out his breath.  He relaxed into the break and imagined what Trisha looked like naked.   He started putting a face and a naked body to the voice and liked what he saw.  Red hair, freckles on her legs that stopped at her hips, not too tiny breasts but small enough that they barely fit in his hand.  Burt liked where his imagination was taking him, but within a moment that voice in his head had to ruin it.  “What if she’s fat? You don’t know.”  That’s what the voice always had to say.  It was the same voice that, when he watched a movie, said something like “Think of how bad the mileage on that car gets” or “that actress probably got a nose job.”

Disgusted with the new image of Trisha the Hutt eating a box of donuts, he looked around again to clear his head.  Elliot was still on the phone, muffled.


Burt leaned in again.


“I don’t know, she won’t listen to me…I’m not asking you to convince her…okay I am, but not convince her to change her mind, only to give me a chance to talk to…I know!”


“This is Fred Johansen, who is this?”


“Mr. Johansen, this is Burt Chesley calling from Akron Supplies.  We did business with you two years ago,”


“Right, we’re all stocked up and I’m busy.  Thanks for call—“


“Don’t hang up yet, you old bastard,” Burt said, laughing.


“Excuse me?”


Burt could hear the mustache on this guy.  Late 50’s, balding, grew a mustache five years ago to look tough like Sam Elliot.


“Fred, c’mon.  I’m not cold calling you from Sprint trying to get you to save a penny a minute.  At least talk to me,”


“What was your name?”


“Burt.  Burt Chesley.  Akron Supplies.  We sold you a gross of paper clips two years ago.  I’m sure they served you well,”


“Burt, you’re a real wise ass and I don’t appreciate getting shit when I’m at work,”


“Same here, Fred.  I like when men talk like men.  No need for anybody to talk down to anybody, right?”


“God damn it!”  Fred Johansen paused and puffed out a sigh, “Fine, what’s the pitch, you’ve got one minute,”


“That’s all I need.  Fred, I’m just calling to check on your rubber band supplies…”


“I wouldn’t know.  You’d have to talk to my secretary.”


“Right, Trisha.  She’s really great and said you were a great boss, I mean it.  If I talk to her, she’s going to say I need to talk to you since you buy things and she uses them.”


“And if she needed more rubber bands, paper clips, or India ink, she’d tell me and I’d buy it,”


“I bet she would, Fred.  But why wait for that?  You know she’s going to need them at some point, and probably soon.  You want to buy them from Office Depot and pay ten times as much or get them from us now and put the difference to your profit margin?”


“I suppose I’m supposed to buy twenty years worth to get that savings, right?”


“We make rubber bands using old world craftsmanship, Fred.  And if you agree to get twenty cases, which should last you the year, maybe two if Trisha uses them over—“


“Oh, shit on all this!  Your minute is up.  It’s Thursday and I’ve got to close a deal before the weekend,”


Burt hunkered down low and bent his microphone right up to his mouth.


“Mr. Johansen, I hate Thursday’s more than you can imagine.  If, god forbid, I ever brought an Uzi to work and took out the day staff, it would be on a Thursday,”


“What?  Are you insane?”


“I promise you I am very sane, sir.  Do you hate Thursdays?” his voice regained charm, “Or are you more of Friday hater?”


“No!  Jesus.  I don’t hate any days, you fucking nut.  And if I did, it would be Monday, like normal people,”


“That’s just it!  It’s so overdone, Fred.  I love Mondays!  I love knowing it’s the one day everyone is miserable!”


“That sounds sane, guy.  You love people’s misery?”


“No!  I love that people acknowledge it, Fred!  People are miserable at work every day!  No one wants to be here.  You don’t want to be there.  You want your wife to blow you, or your mistress.  Trisha doesn’t want to be there.  She wants to make some money, sure.  She likes that you don’t go past looking at her ass to grabbing it.  But do you think she left Alabama to go to college so she could deal with assholes like us?”


Fred laughed.  “I sure hope not.”


“Right.  We’re all trying to pay for the car that we settled for that takes us here.  And you know the best part about Mondays?”


“What?”  Fred was gruff, but he was hooked.


“Everyone acts like they didn’t seem it coming!  Every week it’s ‘Oh no, Monday!’  like they weren’t here two days ago!”


“Shit, that’s right!”


“I’ll admit, after a week vacation, I’m pissed to be back here, but two days?  Give me a break.”


Fred laughed hard and had to stop to cough into Burt’s ear.


“Burt, right?”


“Yes, sir.  Burt Chesley,”


“Where are you, Burt?”


“Originally I’m from Pittsburgh, but time and trouble led me here to lovely Akron, Ohio, home of the soap box derby,”


“Burt, do you get very many sales calling people bastards?”


“I was sales person of the month two months standing,”


Burt chuckled.


“Twenty cases of rubber bands, huh?  How much will that run me?”


“Fred, first let me tell you how are pricing works and how you can practically get these rubber bands for free if you buy—“


Elliot slammed the phone down and moaned like a bear.  Everyone turned.  Burt gave him a passing over the shoulder glance.


“What the hell was that?”


“Sorry, Fred.  My boss is moaning.  Anyways, if you get forty cases, you’re really getting—“


Elliot moaned again and snuffled.  Sobs jerked out of his heavy body.


“Is he alright?”


“Fred, it’s no problem.  My boss is just crying.  I was saying that—“


“Crying?  He’s might damn loud.  Is he pretty fat?”


“We could all stand to lose some weight, but yeah, he’s huge,”


“Listen, Burt.  I’ve gotta go.  Call Trisha tomorrow and work this out,”


Burt couldn’t respond before the click.  The black and green screen flashed that the call was over.


Burt jumped up and marched into Elliot’s wet face.


“What the fuck is your problem, Elliot?”

Elliot turned, embarrassed, and sobbed more.  He tried to stick his face on Camille’s shoulder.  She jumped up and away, putting her hands in front of her.


“Elliot, are you…okay?”  She asked this in tone somewhere between formality and disgust.


Elliot moaned on and on.  Soon heads from other horseshoes were popping up to see the drama.


Burt got back into Elliot’s face.


“I was closing someone, Elliot!  I was ten seconds from an order number!”

Elliot wept and sucked up the snot and tears on his lip.  He blubbered out “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?  You owe me seven hundred dollars commission.”

Elliot tossed around on his heels, throwing his head back and forth and splashing mucus around.  He obviously wasn’t listening anymore, only chanting, “I’m sorry” over and over.

Everyone in the office was watching.  A crowd had formed at the horseshoe opening, others still looked over the cubicle walls, standing straight up in their chairs.

Burt looked around and saw the audience.  He looked back at his boss, mumbling apologies with snot on his chin and tie.


Burt took a step forward and put a hand on Elliot’s shoulder.


“I said I’m fucking sorry!  Okay?!”


Elliot’s eyes went wide and face went severe.  His lip shuddered along with the rest of him.


Burt put his arm around Elliot.


“Hey, pal.  What’s the matter?”


Elliot collapsed onto Burt and let out a giant wail.


Burt rubbed his hand over Elliot’s back and patted his shoulder.


“I worked so hard, Burt.  I did everything I could.”


“Sure, sure.  Take it easy.”


Elliot looked right into Burt’s face, close enough to kiss him.


“She left me, Burt,”


He dropped his head into Burt’s chest.


“After 17 years.   She left me,”


Burt held Elliot’s head and pressed him against his shoulder.


“You need to breath, Elliot.  Take a deep breath.”


Elliot did, catching his sinuses on the way in and out.  He sounded like a baby goose, his breathes.


Burt looked around at the dozens of eyes staring at them.  He saw confusion.  He saw disgust.  He saw one employee, another manager who always wore white shoes and picked his nose and thought no one noticed, he saw him shake his head and actually grin in amusement.


Burt held Elliot closer and turned a quarter step to the crowd.


“Okay, assholes, show’s over.”


No one moved.


“Everyone get back to work!  It’s over!  I know half of you haven’t made a sale in two weeks!   Break time is up!”


Everyone murmured and shuffled back to their computers.


“And I don’t want to hear shit on Monday about how short your weekend was or how miserable you are to be back in this dump!”


Elliot chuckled a bit through his waning snivels.


“Hey, you old bastard, keep breathing for me.”
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